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Abstract 
In a multicultural classroom, second language learners' silence has always been related to the lack of understanding the target 
language or psychological or linguistics withdrawal. However, the findings of the study reported in this paper presented a 
different explanation. The study employed an ethnographic case study research design exploring the second language 
acquisition experiences of three six year old Malaysian children who were attending a mainstream multicultural classroom in 
the United Kingdom. Data were gathered through interviews with the children, their class teacher and their mothers. 
Classroom and home observations were also carried out as a means of triangulation. Findings from the teacher and parents' 
interviews illuminated that the silence was due to cultural practices as well as a display of personality. Meanwhile the 
children’s responses as well as observations of their behaviours indicated their silence as a coping mechanism in their 
language learning process as well as their way of expressing their identity.  This implies that teachers of multicultural 
classrooms need to understand and be aware of the different meanings of silence and be better prepared in dealing with 
children from different cultural backgrounds.  
© 2013 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of The Association of Science, Education and Technology-TASET, Sakarya 
Universitesi, Turkey. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Silence in classrooms among second language learners are always related to the lack of understanding the target 
language or psychological or linguistics withdrawal [1]. However, studies also provide culturally related 
explanation for silence in multicultural classrooms [2; 3]. More recent study illuminated silence as the result of 
increasing student diversity which caused learners to develop identity in the learning process [4]. These different 
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explanations have an impact on the role of teachers in multicultural classrooms as they now need to be aware of 
the cultural differences and how these would affect the students’ behaviours in the classrooms. It also has impact 
on the training teachers need to have prior to teaching in a multicultural classroom.  
 
However, according to reviews of research on preparing pre-service teachers to work with diverse 
students, the cultural gap between teachers and students is growing [5; 6].  This is because pre-service teachers 
come to multicultural classrooms with little cross-cultural experience and knowledge and tend to have limited 
visions of what multicultural teaching entails [6].  
 
This phenomenon underpins the purpose of this article which aims to explore what silence in a 
multicultural classroom means to three young Malaysian children who were experiencing acquiring English as 
their second language. It illuminates a better understanding of what silence means in a multicultural classrooms 
from the perspectives of three young Malaysian children aged six, their mothers and teacher. This paper also 
discusses other studies conducted on students from various cultural background to see what silence means to the 
different cultures. This paper also provides pedagogical implications for teachers of multicultural classrooms.  
 
MULTICULTURAL CLASSROOMS AND DIVERSITY 
 
A multicultural classroom not only blends students from various countries but also creates a learning 
environment in which culture is defined by a myriad of things [7]. Although culture generally focuses on 
ethnicity, diversity can be defined by numerous student characteristics and other factors related to learning. These 
factors include ethnicity, place of birth, immigration status, age, gender, lifestyle, and educational and career 
background. These contribute to the cultural diversity in multicultural classrooms.  
 
Diversity does not exist if all students represent the same background, regardless of the background. In 
addition, diversity also requires children to cope in a different school environment which may affect their socio-
emotional conditions. In other words, children in a multicultural classroom are not only learning new subjects, 
but they must also acquire the language of instruction; not only for learning purposes but also for communicating 
and interacting with their peers and teachers. Both tasks are not easy because when the children enter their 
classroom, apart from their cognitive ability, they also bring along their own language or mother tongue, learning 
styles, attitude and many other social cultural variables that will have an impact on their learning process in 
general and language acquisition process specifically. This often ends with children not participating in the 
communication or learning process. In other words, they become quiet or silent. However, does this mean that 
they do not understand what they are doing or learning? Or are they not interested in the learning process? 
Another important aspect is how to manage this silence and maximize its effects on learning? This means that 
teachers need first to understand what silence means to these diverse learners.  
 
UNDERSTANDING SILENCE  
 
Studies conducted on second language learners from various cultural backgrounds indicate the existence of 
different uses of silence; that, the use of silence may be differently interpreted in an EFL context [2]. This study 
on the use of silence among Japanese learners learning English as a foreign language (EFL) illuminated the use 
of silence for deep thought. While among Chinese students, silence has been associated with the classroom 
communication behavior of Chinese students studying in American universities [3].  
 
A multi-case ethnographic study on 20 Asian graduates from China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Korea, Japan 
and Indonesia revealed that these students’ silence were related to five different categories of factors, 
respectively: cognitive, pedagogical, affective, sociocultural and linguistic [3]. This implies that the linguistic 
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factor is not the most significant factor leading to their silence. It also implies that silence may be a part of their 
learning style which will have an impact on teachers’ teaching style. The match between these two is vital as 
studies have shown that learning takes place much better if students’ learning styles match teachers’ teaching 
styles.  
 
The question now is how a students’ learning be enriched with this knowledge and the understanding of 
silence. The final decision is to what extent and how negotiation between learners and teachers in terms of 
learning style, teaching style and methods, itself needs to be negotiated in each learning circumstances. It is 
valuable to be flexible and open to appreciate good aspects of our own and others through the negotiation 
between learners and the teachers. Also, this is not a matter of winning or losing a better position. Both learners 
and the target cultures’ identity and the way in which people express themselves should be respected in a 
culturally sensitive way. 
Another challenge in managing diversity is related to teachers’ readiness or preparedness in dealing with 
diversity in multicultural classrooms. A review of literature on teacher education for multicultural education 
reveals that despite the changing demographics that make public schools more culturally and linguistically 
diverse and the growing body of knowledge on issues of diversity and difference, multicultural teacher education 
continues to suffer from a thin, poorly developed, fragmented literature that provides an inaccurate picture of the 
kind of preparation teachers receive to teach in culturally diverse classrooms [5].  
 
As student diversity in the classroom increases, it is imperative that teachers use a variety of teaching 
methods. Hence, it is recommended that diversity be conceptualized as comprising three main components: input, 
process, and output. Input refers to the student’s background, or what the student brings to the educational setting 
[7]. Process refers to the educational setting or learning environment where learning is maximized. The 
interaction of input and process leads to output, measured by student success. Similarly, [8] illuminated the 
important role of teachers in designing and monitoring learning activities for culturally diverse groups that are 
perceived as personally rewarding, academically enriching, and professionally relevant.  
 
This could best be achieved by deliberate efforts to constructively capitalise on cultural diversity for 
raising students’ awareness of future workplace demands and by embedding the relevance of intercultural 
competencies in the context of prospective professional practice. Group learning activities that incorporate 
cultural dimensions of the professions and that are carried out with continuous, structured teacher support are 
expected to lead to positive, secure, and rewarding experiences for all students involved. As part of regular 
teaching, teachers need to be sensitive to and prepared for potential challenges arising in culturally diverse group 
work.  
 
MATERIAL AND METHOD 
 
The purpose of the study discussed in this paper was to explore young Malaysian children’s experiences 
acquiring a second language; that is English. Three research questions underpinned the whole study. This paper 
however, presents the findings and discussion on one of the findings related to the first research question: How 
do young Malaysian children experience Second Language Acquisition in the U.K? This study was qualitative in 
nature and employed an ethnographic case study design.  
 
An ethnographic case study enables knowledge to be obtained through encounters with the subjects and 
their views and behaviours are continuously being interpreted to give meaningful explanations [9]. The 
techniques of data collection in this study were interviews and observations. Three children aged six named 
Azlan, Hazwan and Aida (pseudonyms), their class teacher and the children’s mothers were interviewed and tape 
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recorded. The children were also observed at school and home. All adult participants had given a written consent 
and their identities were kept anonymous. Parents’ consent included their children’s participation in the study.  
 
There were three phases of the data collection in a six months time frame. A total of 27 interviews (3 
interviews with each adult participant and 4 interviews with each child, and 3 group interviews), 19 classroom 
observations and 12 home observations were carried out. Copies of the transcriptions were given to the adult 
participants for correction or addition of information. This was to ensure clarification of what the participants had 
said during the interviews and to show the interpretations made in deriving the themes which represented the 
concept or idea that the parents conveyed. Transcriptions of the children’s interviews were also given to the 
parents as a means of validating the children’s responses because the children would not be able to remember 
what they said. The children’s responses or answers would indicate the children’s perception which the parents 
would expect of their children. All the transcriptions were analysed according to the principles of grounded 
theory through constant comparative analysis to derive themes and categories. 
 
The study was conducted in a mainstream elementary school in Devon, United Kingdom. According to 
the school’s population analysis taken in the 2004/2005 session (the time of data collection for the present study), 
there were 264 children enrolled at St. Peter’s Church School. 60 (15%) were non-English as their first language 
pupils. Some of these children were local families who have come from Vietnam, China, India, Pakistan or the 
Caribbean. There were also children whose parents were postgraduate students or lecturers at the university such 
as the children from Malaysia, Iran and Egypt [10] The variety of student backgrounds indicates that the school 
had its own ‘unique’ learning context and the children were familiar with cultural and language differences. 
Meanwhile, the composition of the pupils in the classroom involved in this study was 22 pupils with English as 
their first language pupils and 11 with English as An Additional Language (EAL) pupils. The EAL pupils were 3 
Malaysians, 3 Indians, 4 Iraqis and 1 Japanese pupil. 
 
RESULT AND DISCUSSION 
 
Data from the interviews with the children, their mothers and teacher as well as observations of the children’s 
behaviour are presented in this section and discussed in relation to understanding why these three Malaysian 
children were silent in their classroom. The observed behaviour such as being quiet, not participating actively or 
not raising their hands to respond are interpreted as them being ‘silent’. These responses and observations were 
coded as ‘characteristics’ which was also related to diversity and cultural differences. 
 
According to the teacher, Mrs. Smith (pseudonym), the children “… are quite reserve… they don’t 
always have their hands up …they tend to understand before they speak … they haven’t got the confidence to 
speak out or to put it in any sentence … this is about confidence in large group… I still wonder if it is a cultural 
thing, compared to the Iranian who are extrovert and loud all the time … the Malay children are very polite, very 
considerate … conscientious in their presentations…” (Interview Teacher Phase 1).  
 
This reflects the teacher’s perception and observation that the Malay children may not behave as 
actively as indicated by them not raising their hands to volunteer answers. Although she believes that this may be 
due to the children’s lack of confidence or attempt to make sense before they speak, the teacher felt that it may be 
also be a cultural driven behaviour. This is because she compared the Malaysian children’s behavior with the 
Iranian children whom she observed were more extrovert and loud. Also she felt the Malaysian children may be 
quiet because they were being polite and considerate. This indicates that the teacher was observing and 
comparing the children’s different behaviours to understand why and how silence may take place. It would be 
easier for her to understand had she been given the training or knowledge on how children from different cultures 
behave as well as knowledge on what to expect of them.  
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As responded by the teacher that she received no specific training and that her knowledge was gathered 
a lot from experience (Teacher interview Phase I). Nevertheless, she also admitted that she received support from 
teachers and advisor (Teacher Interview Phase I), From her experience, she concluded that there is a need to 
have a good relationship with the children, knowing a bit more of the background of the children because if [we] 
know, [we] can see why [the children] are making the error. The teacher also felt that there should be more dual 
language text to help the children in their learning. The teacher’s concern was however on the need to know the 
difficulty … is it learning difficulty or language difficulty (Interview Teacher phase 3). The teacher also described 
what she did in teaching English to the culturally diverse children in her classroom, She [did not] have a formal 
grammar lesson. However, she used visual materials, things around the room and illustrations of pictures – the 
words next to the pictures, more practical thing … encourage speaking … through role play and classroom 
assistants’ model conversations. These show that a teacher needs to be creative and sensitive teaching 
multicultural diverse learners. 
  
Meanwhile, according to Azlan’s mother, when the first few months in nursery … [Azlan] just kept 
quiet, he just listened… he looked at how people talk… from there he became brave to ask .. he started to 
practice. This was interpreted as Azlan’s way of trying to make sense of want he was listening. He was actually 
observing and listening and ‘silently’ learning and acquiring the language. His mother felt that he started 
participating or using the language when he became more confident. Perhaps because then Azlan’s repertoire of 
the language was then to him large enough that he was brave enough to participate.  
 
Hazwan’s mother on the other hand said that Hazwan likes to think… he is the type who observes and 
then thinks back… he will think and then he can do it… She also felt that Hazwan was quiet in the class because 
that’s their (L1 students) language… they (Malay children) would let others answer the question or respond… 
they (Malay children) do not want to compete. This shows that Hazwan’s mother felt that her son’s silence was 
more related to his characteristics of being observant; not that he was not understanding or not wanting to 
participate. Similarly, Aida’s mother said that Aida is not a talkative child but she is interested in learning 
English. Hence, Aida was observed to be very quiet in the class during the lessons.  
 
It may be concluded that the children’s mothers felt that their children were quiet and it was not an 
indicator of them not understanding but as their way of dealing with the learning environment as well as a display 
of their characteristics. Nevertheless, not raising hands or not being actively participating in classroom discussion 
is a common scenario in Malaysian as well as other Asian   classrooms. The children’s responses also indicate 
similar beliefs. Both Azlan and Hazwan said that they would just follow what they (his friends) do and watch 
teacher first (said Aida). Interestingly Aida also said I don’t know what that mean … I don’t put up hand.  
 
When observed, these Malaysian children were quiet in comparison to the other children with English as 
their first (L1) or another language (EAL). They volunteer less in terms of raising their hands to answer 
questions. When asked, Hazwan said that he did not put up his hands because somebody else answer. There were 
also instances where he wsas observed whispering answers to Azlan to answer. However, the teacher said that 
she had to ask them quite direct questions… address specifically to them if she wanted these Malaysian children 
to participate. These responses and observations indicate that the children were silent and the teacher as well as 
the children’s mothers understood this behavior and did not have any negative interpretations. They understood 
the children’s silence. 
 
 One interesting finding was of the school observation. It was observed that there were attempts to make 
the school and all its pupils receptive of other mother tongues by having names of rooms written in English and 
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Arabic (the majority of the children with EAL had Arabic as their mother tongue). The school also employed a 
Pakistani lady to work as a dinner lady. The  
children with EAL were allowed to speak in their mother tongue at school. These were attempts made by the 
school to create an environment that is familiar and non-threatening to the children. They will feel comfortable as 
there are many people of different cultural background that are accepted and welcomed in the school. Hence the 
children will not feel afraid to participate in the classroom as well as the school’s activities and no longer be 
silent. 
 
All these created an environment that was ‘friendly’ to the children with EAL. The environment also 
enabled children with English as their mother tongue to be familiar with different cultures and language. This 
situation reflects the first form of provision mentioned by [11] who identified three potential forms of provision 
made by local authorities and schools for EAL learners. These forms may be found either exclusively of one 
another or combined in different ways within a school. The first form is by supporting language awareness in 
multilingual classrooms. This is where attempts are made to make the school and all its pupils receptive to the 
various mother tongues the children bring to school. The second form is through community language teaching. 
This is where the school sets up classes in the languages shared by a certain percentage of pupils within the 
school and local community. The third form is through bilingual support for curriculum learning. This means that 
children with English as an additional language have full access to the curriculum through bilingual support to 
enable them to draw on their full linguistic competencies in the development of their cognitive concepts and 
knowledge of the different subject areas of the primary education. 
 
CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATION 
 
In conclusion, based on the qualitative data gathered through this ethnographic study, silence in a multicultural 
classroom carries different connotations for these young Malaysian children, their mothers as well as their 
teacher. This finding further supports that silence is culturally related – perhaps an identity of the Asian identity. 
Nevertheless, silence is not perceived as a negative impact or an indicator that the children were not learning or 
acquiring the language. It shows that they were actually learning or acquiring the language ‘silently’. What is 
more important is that teachers need to understand this and find means to enhance their students’ learning 
experiences. This includes creating a classroom environment that fosters respect and welcomes diverse 
viewpoints. Parents as well as other members of the schooling community too should understand the diversity in 
multicultural classroom and support the growth and development of all learners in the classroom. One significant 
implication is that teachers should be aware and understand the different meanings of silence as perceived by 
different cultures. This also means that teachers teaching in multicultural classrooms should be prepared and 
trained to manage these differences. Hence, teacher training should include multiculturalism not as an aspect of 
differences but rather as a means to manage the differences. More studies from a cultural lens should also be 
conducted to illuminate other learning aspects that are interpreted differently across cultures.  
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